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The Earliest Known Error 
on Federal Paper Money 


RONALD L. HORSTMAN AND ERIC P. NEWMAN M619 


St. Louis, Missouri, provides 
the backdrop for an uncanny 
coincidence involving the 
discovery of an error on a 
United States Note. 


What appears to be the first error to oc- 
cur on U.S. Federal paper money has re- 
cently been located. That currency item is 
a $5 United States Note dated March 10, 
1862, and lacking the Treasury Seal. It is 
remarkable that almost simultaneously 
with the appearance of the error, official 
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correspondence from the Treasury Depart- 
ment about such errors also was found. 
Neither the finder of the error note nor the 
finder of the written comments had any 
knowledge whatever of what the other had 
found—indeed a rare coincidence. 

The Act of July 17, 1861, had authorized, 
among other items, the issuance of non- 
interest-bearing Demand Notes in denom- 
inations less than $50 but not less than 
$10, payable by the Assistant Treasurers 
of the United States at Philadelphia, New 
York and Boston. Each note was to have 
two, hand-written signatures of Treasury 
officials. The Treasury seal was not re- 
quired to be put on the Demand Notes but 


These Treasury Department employees are shown printing red Treasury Seals on currency. The 
U.S. Notes authorized by the Act of February 25, 1862, were printed by private bank note com- 
panies in New York City; however, to give the government complete control over final issuance, 


the notes were then forwarded to the Treasury Department in Washington, D.C., to be imprinted 
with the Treasury Seal. 
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This $5 United States Note eee March 10, 1862, lacking the Tredey Seal is the first Eidita 


error to occur on U.S. Federal Currency. 


was required on all interest-bearing notes 
authorized by the same legislation. 

By an amendment of August 5, 1861, 
Assistant Treasurers of the United States 
at St. Louis and Cincinnati were added as 
paying agents, and the denominations 
were lowered to $5. That amendment also 
specifically eliminated the application of 
the Treasury Seal on interest-bearing notes, 
just as had been the original provision as 
to Demand Notes. The avoidance of the 
application of a seal was an attempt to ex- 
pedite the issuance of those obligations. 
Both types of notes therefore were issued 
without seals. 

By the Act of February 25, 1862, the issu- 
ing of $150,000,000 of legal-tender United 
States Notes was approved, $50,000,000 of 
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which were to be substituted for the same 
amount of Demand Notes. The United 
States Notes were permitted to have either 
written or engraved signatures and were re- 
quired to have as evidence of their lawful 
issuance the imprint of the seal of the 
Treasury Department. That imprint was 
to be made under the direction of the 
Secretary of the Treasury. 

If engraved signatures were selected, 
they would be included on the plates 
made by private bank note companies. 
Since private bank note companies would 
print the notes from those plates, some 
means had to be provided to give the 
government complete control over final 
issuance. Hand-written signatures obvi- 
ously were too time-consuming, as the ex- 
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This $5 United States Note dated March 10, 1862, was eerie iiglba with the Treasitty Seal 
in the lower right area. 


NOVEMBER 1987 2325 


—— 
: = 
saan 


in. Se 
BARR 


An enlargement of the error note (right) shows the area where the Treasury Seal should have 
been imprinted, but was not. There could be other such error notes that have not yet been found. 


perience with Demand Notes had appar- 
ently shown, and the Secretary of the 
Treasury selected engraved signatures. 
Numbering itself could not be so used 
with reliability; thus, the seal became the 
final checking feature. 

The United States Notes authorized by 
the Act of February 25, 1862, had an en- 
graved date of March 10, 1862, and were 
printed by private bank note companies in 
New York City. In a completely separate 
operation the seals were printed in red on 
the four-subject sheets by the Treasury 
Department in Washington, D.C. 

In the haste to put United States Notes 
into circulation, the seals were acciden- 
tally omitted from a few sheets. Such an 
error was not readily noticed by the public 
because Demand Notes of a very similar 
design to the United States Notes were cir- 
culating without any seal. 

The only information that was located 


in the U.S. Archives about the lack of a 
seal on United States Notes is in the let- 
ter copy book of Francis E. Spinner, Treas- 
urer of the United States. That letter, dated 
April 21, 1862, and written to Ben Farrar, 
the Assistant Treasurer of the United 
States at St. Louis, reads as follows: 


Office of Treasurer of U.S., 
April 21st, 1862 
Sir: 

Your letter of the 16th instant has been 
received. The law requires that this new 
legal tender note should bear the seal of the 
Treasury Department. If you will return 
the notes you mention as being unsealed, 
I will then send them back to you with the 
seal affixed or credit you a draft for the- 
eighty dollars on the Asst. Treas. N.Y. 


Ben Farrar, Asst. T.U.S. 
St. Louis, Mo. 
Yours very respectfully, 
F.E. Spinner, Treasurer of U.S. 
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The initial letter from Ben Farrar dated 
April 16, 1862, has not been located. It 
could have indicated that either four $20 
notes, eight $10 notes, or sixteen $5 notes 
did not have seals printed on them. The 
Spinner reply apparently resulted in the 
notes aggregating $80 being returned to 
Washington and probably being sealed 
there for return or credit so that they 
could be introduced into circulation. Ob- 
viously, some error notes were not found. 

The error note that was discovered re- 
cently shows some normal circulation wear 
and could have been in use anywhere in 


the United States before its arrival at St. 
Louis as part of a small collection. 

It is an even more remarkable coinci- 
dence that St. Louis is so intimately and 
completely involved in this story about 
the error note. Ronald L. Horstman of St. 
Louis located the Spinner letter in his 
research for an article about United States 
Demand Notes; Eric P. Newman of St. 
Louis located the error note in his dupli- 
cates when preparing an exhibit; and Ben 
Farrar wrote the letter about finding er- 
ror notes in 1862 when he was Assistant 
Treasurer of the United States at St. Louis. 
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